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“Random Violence and Rampant Crime”∗: Research among the ‘Raskols’ 
Amanda H A Watson 
 
Abstract 
 
The capital city of Papua New Guinea, Port Moresby, has for many years 
ranked as the worst city in the world on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
liveability rankings. Violent crime and tribal fights throughout Papua New 
Guinea are reported in the Australian media, along with stories about 
corruption. Is it little wonder then that an Australian university would have 
reservations about allowing a young, single, white, female student to travel to 
the country alone to conduct her field research? 
 
This paper outlines the numerous concerns that have been raised by QUT 
regarding the author’s proposed field research expeditions to Papua New 
Guinea. It sympathises with the university’s well-intentioned concerns, while 
realising that these concerns could restrain the proposed research. The paper 
provides a considered, thoughtful response. 
 
The paper outlines responses contained in the author’s risk assessment 
documentation. The conference presentation will include images and will draw 
upon the author’s experiences during three years living and working in Papua 
New Guinea. Information about Papua New Guinea’s diverse cultures, 
languages, landscapes and lifestyles will be shared. The paper will suggest 
common sense precautions and simple strategies that could be employed in 
an unfamiliar setting. These approaches will inform and aid the research 
process. The author’s intended strategies may offer some insights for any 
researcher intending to travel off the beaten path.  
                                                 
∗ This is a quote from AFP (2005), New Low as Police Chief Robbed, April 15, 8.43pm, found at 
http://www.news.com.au/story/0,23599,12869445-401,00.html, accessed 17/7/08. 
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As the body providing facilities and funding for research, a university is well 
within its rights to ask researchers to comply with certain requirements before 
they commence their research in the field. A major concern is research ethics, 
which is dealt with well in other places [for example (Vallance 2008) and 
(Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2000, 49-72)]. This paper focuses on health 
and safety issues, specifically those associated with a researcher conducting 
research in a developing country. As a case in point, the author’s intended 
research in Papua New Guinea (PNG), a developing country just north of 
Australia, will be explored. It is anticipated that this case will draw out a 
number of salient points that may be of interest, and indeed assistance, to 
other researchers intending to embark upon field research in foreign localities. 
 
This paper provides a contextual framework by considering the reputation that 
PNG has in Australia. It then outlines the concerns raised by an Australian 
university about the author’s proposed field research in PNG. The cultural 
context of the PNG setting will be explained. This context will allow the reader 
to understand more fully the author’s responses to the university’s concerns. 
Strategies outlined may be applicable to a wide range of research 
endeavours. The conclusion will highlight both the positive and the negative 
aspects of the process of addressing the health and safety concerns raised. 
 
PNG’s reputation in Australia is poor, due at least in part to media coverage 
that has been described in PNG’s press as “too often superficial, inaccurate 
and an insult to our governments and peoples” (Editor 2008, page unknown). 
Ginau and Papoutsaki studied the Australian print media’s representations of 
PNG and found that “the coverage is generally inadequate and contributes to 
the country’s negative image in Australia” (2007, 127). The capital city of 
PNG, Port Moresby, was rated for many years as the worst city in the world 
on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s liveability rankings (AFP 2005, np; 
axxiom 2006, np). Crime gangs, known as ‘raskols’, were blamed for the city’s 
poor performance (AFP 2005, np). Port Moresby remains low on the list, 
indicating that it is considered to be unstable, with a high crime rate, and poor 
infrastructure (The Economist 2007, np).  
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Is it little wonder then that an Australian university would have reservations 
about allowing a young, single, white, female student to travel to PNG alone 
to conduct her field research? The university’s research committee responded 
to the author’s initial research proposal with concern regarding health and 
safety issues related to the fieldwork to be undertaken. The committee 
required assurance that these issues had been considered and addressed. 
Researchers need to be aware of the ethical and health and safety issues 
related to all intended research projects. Working through these processes 
demands commitment and must be factored into the time allocated for 
planning. This process is amplified where there will be risks (actual, perceived 
or both) in the field. The researcher must establish credibility with the bodies 
making decisions on these matters in order for judgements to be valued. 
 
The concerns raised regarding the author’s proposed field research 
expeditions to PNG were informed to a significant degree by the Australian 
government’s travel advisory warning for PNG (Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade 2008). This advice indicates that a “high degree of caution” 
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2008, np) should be employed 
when planning travel to PNG. This is not the most severe level of travel 
warning that the Australian government can issue (Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade 2008), but it clearly indicates that there are issues that need 
to be seriously considered when weighing up whether or not to travel to PNG. 
The specific risks stipulated in this travel advice are too numerous to mention 
here, but largely fall into these categories: crime; health (including tropical 
diseases such as malaria, and Japanese encephalitis); dangerous locations; 
and natural disasters (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2008). 
 
Other concerns raised by the university include seasonal variation, tribal 
fighting, and animal bites. A number of concerns were also expressed 
regarding travel within the country, such as the inherent risks associated with 
driving in PNG due to post-accident compensation demands in the event that 
a vehicle runs over an animal, and the extreme physical exertion that can be 
experienced when travelling to remote locations on foot, particularly if heavy 
equipment is being carried. The university also asked for some consideration 
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to be given to the psychological stress associated with working alone for 
extended periods of time in isolated locations. Finally, there was a concern 
raised about the procedures to be followed in the event of an emergency, 
such as a medical emergency or a natural disaster or severe weather event. 
 
Before this paper provides a response to the university’s concerns, the PNG 
context will be introduced. PNG is a tribal society, with a substantial amount of 
cultural variation and as many as several thousand ethnic groups (Reilly 
2004, 480). There are over 750 languages (Stanley 1982, 324), making it one 
of the most linguistically diverse countries in the world (Reilly 2004, 480). 
 
Despite this diversity, some generalisations can be made about the values, 
worldview and lifestyles of the people in PNG. The people’s values “are 
focused on life, particularly community life” (Vallance 2007, 8), with a 
foregrounding of communal relationships (Vallance 2007, 7). The lens through 
which the people see the world is holistic, taking into account a range of 
complexities and rejecting simple explanations (Vallance 2007, 7). Community 
life generates a system of “mutual obligations” (Stanley 1982, 324) which 
involves assisting one another and sharing possessions (Stanley 1982, 324). 
Events tend to be attributed to “the conjunction of harmony or disharmony 
between natural elements, [and] people” (Vallance 2007, 8).  
 
In contemporary PNG, the traditional values, worldview and way of life are 
being destabilised and unhinged through exposure to foreign cultures (Kais 
2006, 173). Various changes are bringing new values into PNG (Mantovani 
1991, 12). Although it is difficult to obtain up-to-date information about this 
issue, Mantovani’s close examination of the introduction of cash highlights the 
profound effects that changes can have on traditional value systems (1991, 
12-17). Yet Mantovani argues that, even with radical shifts happening, 
traditional ideals, such as the importance of community, remain vital (1991, 
17). For example, in corruption cases, defendants argue in court that they are 
not guilty of theft as they used the money in question for their community 
(Mantovani 1991, 17). This is in keeping with the traditional belief that if one 
steals for the community this is ethically good (Mantovani 1991, 9).  
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Duffield suggests that the country is “enduring economic problems and 
widespread social distress” (2006, 95). Although tribal warfare was part of 
traditional life in some parts of PNG [for example Young explains that in Enga 
Province tribal fighting was closely linked with traditional religion (2004, 41)], 
Kais is concerned about rising levels of violence and ethnic tension, 
suggesting that “there is a possibility for greater disintegration” (2006, 175). 
 
Having provided a brief contextual frame regarding PNG culture and 
contemporary experiences, this paper will now examine the responses made 
in this case to the Australian university’s concerns about health and safety. A 
Workplace Health and Safety Officer (WSHO) was enlisted to provide 
assistance to the researcher in addressing the committee’s concerns. The 
WSHO explained the importance of identifying hazards and having a risk 
management plan in place. Over the following weeks, the researcher and the 
WSHO worked together to develop such a plan. A systematic approach was 
taken, dealing with each of the items listed in the Australian government’s 
travel advice (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2008) and the 
university’s other issues of concern in turn. For each item, a response was 
drafted and subsequently revised as necessary.  
 
For pragmatic reasons, some of the issues dealt with did result in the 
development of certain restraints upon the proposed research. For example, 
the Australian government’s travel advice recommends increased caution in 
certain parts of PNG (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2008), and 
therefore it was decided that due to these very real safety concerns these 
geographical areas would not be visited by the researcher. (As at July 2008, 
these locations included Bougainville, Oro Province and illegal settlements.)  
 
Two other areas that receive attention from the Australian government are the 
capital city Port Moresby and the Highlands of PNG (Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade 2008). It will be necessary for the researcher to transit 
through Port Moresby as this city houses the only international airport in the 
country. In addition, the researcher would like to spend further time in Port 
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Moresby in order to conduct interviews with significant players in relation to 
her research topic. Realising the risks, the researcher plans to organise 
secure accommodation, which may be with friends or at a reputable hotel. All 
travel will be planned to occur only in safe areas and during daylight hours.  
 
The Highlands is another area which the researcher would like to include in 
her study and therefore this matter was afforded considerable discussion and 
deliberation. Crime levels vary in the Highlands. The researcher will try to limit 
her time there, and will restrict her travel to places that are deemed by trusted 
local informants to be safe and secure. She will also monitor the local media 
and other available information carefully in case there are any changes to the 
situation. The Southern Highlands is one of the worst areas, and therefore the 
researcher intends to avoid this province entirely.  
 
The researcher has lived in PNG previously for three years and will therefore 
use her existing local contacts to keep her informed of developments that may 
affect her safety during her time in PNG, with particular reference to any 
planned visits to the Highlands. For example, one road that the researcher 
may need to travel in Enga Province in the Highlands can be subject to tribal 
fighting. However, a well-educated and trusted local colleague from a nearby 
village has explained to the researcher that if conflict was brewing between 
tribes in that area, the local people would be aware of this and would be able 
to advise the researcher against travel at that particular time. The same local 
contact also recommended that the researcher be accompanied on all road 
trips in Enga Province by two trusted locals (one male and one female) and 
that trips be limited to daylight hours. 
 
Using local advice in this manner, and basing decisions and plans upon 
previous experience in PNG, has enabled the researcher to develop, in 
conjunction with the WSHO, a thorough risk management plan that takes into 
account a range of issues, from crime and road travel to diseases and 
emergency plans. 
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 With regard to health, it is a common practice of travellers to consult a medical 
practitioner with travel expertise regarding vaccinations and malaria prophylaxis 
before travelling to a developing country like PNG. Although the researcher had 
undertaken a comprehensive vaccination regime prior to previous trips, some of 
these vaccinations had expired. As at July 2008, the Japanese encephalitis 
vaccination was unavailable in Australia, according to the Australian government 
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2008). However, the researcher made 
enquiries and was able to locate one remaining booster vaccination at a hospital 
in the Australian state where she was residing. This fortunate circumstance may 
not be repeated for other researchers intending to travel overseas and needs to 
be seriously examined. Indeed, this problem may remain for some time as the 
“vaccine registered in Australia is no longer being manufactured” (Department of 
Health and Ageing 2008, 1) and the Australian government is working with 
manufacturers to make another vaccine available (Department of Health and 
Ageing 2008, 1). With regard to mosquito-borne diseases like malaria and dengue 
fever, the researcher will take measures to reduce the likelihood of mosquito 
bites, such as using an insect repellent that contains DEET (diethyl toluamide) 
and wearing appropriate clothing. The researcher will carry a full malaria 
treatment at all times and will sleep under a medicated mosquito net. It is 
noteworthy that the World Health Organisation says that malaria is being found in 
the Highlands of PNG and other places where it was previously thought to be too 
cold for malaria-carrying mosquitoes to survive (Radio Australia 2008, np). 
 
As highlighted by the WSHO, seasonal variation is an important aspect of 
planning travel in PNG as the rainy season’s torrential and unabated 
downfalls can make roads and seas impassable, causing some localities to 
become inaccessible. As is shown by Stanley, the ‘wet’ seasons vary 
significantly across the country, with some places experiencing monsoons 
from May to October, and other areas receiving them from November to April 
each year (Stanley 1982, 314). Therefore, local knowledge must be garnered 
in order to plan travel successfully, particularly if the researcher is intending to 
move into rural areas.  
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With regard to the concern raised about the possibility of animal bites, this is a 
real threat as dogs in PNG have been known to be vicious and aggressive, 
particularly when in packs. The researcher has received rabies pre-exposure 
vaccinations and will ensure that she has had a reinforcing dose prior to 
further trips to PNG. The advantage of having the pre-exposure vaccination is 
that, if a bite does occur, the person does not require a ‘live’ vaccine 
containing human tissue to be administered. This is reassuring in a 
developing country where the health system’s standards may not be as high 
as desirable. If dogs are fighting or prowling nearby, the researcher will 
immediately find a stick or stones to carry. The researcher can threaten the 
animals with these, and throw them at them if necessary. Most dogs in PNG 
are so badly treated that they are very afraid of being beaten and will shy 
away entirely when threatened in such a manner (Watson 2007). The 
researcher will attempt to remove herself from the vicinity of such beasts as 
promptly as practicable. Snake bites are more dangerous, certainly in terms of 
the local death rate, which “is amongst the highest in the world” in some parts 
of PNG (Lalloo et al. 1995, 178). Avoiding situations of likely envenomation is 
the best defence. Snake bite is best avoided by wearing covered shoes when 
walking, avoiding long grass wherever possible, not walking barefoot, 
especially at night, and avoiding places with a high likelihood of snake 
presence such as long grass near water courses, culverts and streams 
(Overton 2007, np). In the event of a snake bite, compression bandaging, 
immediate transfer to hospital and treatment with antivenom can reduce the 
likelihood of mortality (Lalloo et al. 1995, 178). 
 
In order to alleviate the concerns expressed regarding travel within the 
country, the researcher will not drive a vehicle, and will ask for assistance 
from locals if heavy equipment must be carried over considerable distances. 
With regard to the psychological stress of working alone, the researcher will 
attempt to foster positive relationships with her host communities and will also 
remain in regular contact with the colleagues and friends she acquired during 
her previous time in PNG. Finally, with regard to planning for emergency 
situations, the WSHO, the Australian university’s travel insurance provider 
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and a supporting organisation in PNG will all be involved in the development 
of a detailed plan for the unlikely event of a medical or other emergency. 
 
Most of the strategies outlined above could be employed by any researcher 
intending to conduct research in a developing country. A number of the 
measures are common sense approaches to real problems. Advanced 
planning and consultation with a medical expert is essential to ensure that the 
necessary vaccination courses have been completed prior to departure. 
Discussions with reliable local informants are invaluable in preparing the 
researcher for the rigours of undertaking research in a foreign setting. Such 
discussions will bring to light both cultural and practical considerations. The 
importance of health and safety cannot be underestimated. This can impact 
upon both itineraries and budgets. For example, in the current case, the 
researcher has been advised by a trusted local advisor that she should be 
accompanied on all bus trips in Enga Province in the Highlands of PNG by 
two trusted local people. This means that the cost of each bus trip is multiplied 
by five (three times for the bus fares for the journey, plus two return bus fares 
for the accompanying people to return to their homes).  
 
In the case of the proposed research in PNG, the research team was aware 
before the submission of the research proposal that the proposal would alert 
the research committee’s attention, particularly in the area of health and 
safety. This is due in part to PNG’s negative image in Australia, Australia’s 
acute interest in security issues in PNG and folkloric impressions of PNG in 
Australia. A researcher in such a situation can expect stringent attention, and 
time must be allocated for the completion of the required processes. Apart 
from delaying the development of other aspects of the intended research, and 
restricting travel to certain areas, the process in this case produced positive 
outcomes, uncovering numerous possibilities that had not been expressly 
taken into account. The interaction with the WSHO was valuable and 
constructive. As a result, the researcher stands to be more fully equipped to 
embark upon her field research in a manner which will mitigate likely risks. 
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This paper outlines the concerns raised by an Australian university about the 
author’s proposed field research in PNG. The main points covered in 
response are provided. In this case, the Australian university approved the 
author’s risk management documentation, with one WSHO referring to it as 
comprehensive. This paper also provides some contextual underpinning of 
the current situation in PNG. Although the examples given in this paper all 
relate to PNG, it is anticipated that the approaches and strategies employed 
could be utilised by researchers intending to work in other developing nations. 
Although time needs to be allocated for working through processes, serious 
consideration of health and safety risks can generate positive outcomes for 
both the researcher and the institution.  
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